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Eat burgers to get a baby
boy, lose weight for a girl

W ant to have a baby boy? Tuck into the
burgers, fries and ice cream. Want a girl?

Then go on a diet and lose some weight. It
works for cows, according to John Roche, a sci-
entist at New Zealand•s dairy research organi-
sation Dexcel. •And we would expect what
holds true for one mammal will hold true
across the board,Ž he said. Dexcel and Ireland•s
Teagasc agricultural organisation studied 1,200
cows in an 18-year research project from 1986
to 2004. They found cows that gained weight
before conceiving were more likely to give
birth to bull calves. Those shedding kilos be-
fore conception had a better chance of produc-
ing females. Roche said the research under-
lined the theory that humans had some control
over the sex of their children. •Many theories
have been put forward,Ž he said, citing weath-
er patterns, phases of the moon, bathing ritu-
als and the timing of intercourse. •However,
there has been little consistent scientific evi-
dence till now.Ž He said it was not clear why
weight affected the sex of a cow•s offspring. 

Encyclopedia of gene mutations: A
plan for a global database of all human gene
mutations has been announced in Australia.
The Human Variome Project could allow doc-
tors to rapidly diagnose patients with rare ge-
netic conditions and could ultimately lead to
new treatments for diseases. About 100,000
human gene mutations have been discovered,
but this total represents only about 5% of the
predicted total number of mutations. Some of
the known genetic mutations are in existing
databases, but there is no systematic global
method for collecting and sharing complete in-
formation with researchers and clinicians
around the world, says Richard Cotton, director
of the Genomics Disorders Research Centre in
Melbourne. Cotton and colleagues announced
the plan at a World Health Organisation-spon-
sored conference in Melbourne. The HVP will
include information on single-gene disorders.

Stem cells produce eggs and sperm:
Researchers have now coaxed stem cells from
a mouse embryo to produce both eggs and
sperm in the same dish. This method brings re-
searchers closer to their ultimate aim: produc-
ing human eggs and sperm from adult body
cells so that infertile men and women can have
their own children. Applying the technique to
humans would be controversial, not least be-
cause it raises the possibility that men might
be able to produce eggs, and women sperm.
But researchers say any human application
would be decades away, which would allow
time for ethical debate over the technology. In
the meantime, they hope that lab-produced
eggs and sperm will help them to learn exactly
how these cells are created in the body, some-
thing that is crucial to understanding fertility
disorders and embryo development.

Groping in trains: A story of all cities
Anemona Hartocollis

I t is a reality of the New York City sub-
way system, and perhaps mass transit
systems everywhere. It begins with a

pinch or a shove, someone standing too
close. But it can be much worse. Women
around the city say, it has happened to them.
Yesterday. Last month. Years ago. It is a
crime abetted by the peculiar landscape of
the underworld of an urban railway sys-
tem, by the anonymity of a crowded train
where everybody is avoiding eye contact.
By opportunity for escape at the next stop.

An impromptu survey of riders during
the morning rush found that, for women
who have experienced it, the worst part of
the crime is the sense of helplessness. What
is the right way to react to a humiliating,
but not life-threatening, situation? Should
you announce to a train full strangers that
you have just been violated? Most of the
time the women seethe inwardly, but say
nothing. “I looked back and I couldn’t do
anything because a lot of people were be-
hind me,” said Suany Baca, a waitress. “I
pretended like it didn’t happen. I don’t know
what they get out of it.”

Those who single out women on the sub-
ways do not care about race— black, Asian,

Hispanic and white women all have
stories to tell. But they do seem to
discriminate by age.

Most women who reported inci-
dents were in their 20’s or younger.
But the experience, they said, is so
universal, and so scarring, they con-
tinue to feel paranoid and to put on
their body armour—the big bag, the
bad face—no matter how old they
get. Women know the drill. Just as
some men reflexively check to see if
they have their wallets on a crowd-
ed train, women check their bodies.

Pull in your backside and your
front. Wedge a bag for protection be-
tween yourself and the nearest
anonymous male rider. Put on your
fiercest face and brace yourself for
contact that seems too deliberate to
be accidental, too prolonged to be
random. Not just in New York. Mex-
ico City and Tokyo have reacted to
subway gropers by instituting all-fe-
male subway cars. But as one New
York woman said, wouldn’t that
make a nice target?

The crackdown in New York fol-
lowed a number of highly publicised
cases in which women helped police

arrest flashers by snapping pictures
of them with cellphone cameras.

Some women said they did not ex-
pect the police effort—13 suspected
gropers and flashers were arrested
over 36 hours last month—to make
a big dent in the problem. But, they
added, it was a start.

Jenna Caccaro, 22, a student, said
she was first flashed on the subway
when she was 15. She thought it may
have been because she was wearing
her Catholic uniform. “I thought
maybe I’d done something to attract
him,” she said, “but my family re-
assured me he was just a sleaze.”

Sara Payne, 25, of Manhattan,
said she has been flashed about six
times on the subway in her eight
years in New York. She said it hap-
pened more when she was in college.
“Maybe I’m a little more confident
now. People are less prone to try in-
timidate me.” Groping seems almost
an accepted part of the train culture.
Many women said they were not so
much frightened as they were ap-
palled men would do something so
pathetic. They need help, bless their
hearts, one said. NYT NEWS SERVICE

•Snipe• at the last moment
to win internet auctions

London: The best way to win an
online auction is to wait until the
very last moment before making a
bid in the hope no one else will have
time to respond. This strategy is
practiced by many auction afi-
cionados and is known as “sniping”.
A mathematical analysis by Kore-
an researchers has confirmed that
it gives the best chance of winning.

Byungnam Kahng and his col-
league Inchang Yang analysed more
than half a million auctions on the
US and Korean versions of the auc-
tion site eBay in an effort to deter-
mine the best strategy for bidding.
They saw a mathematical pattern
in the bidding behaviour of bidders
and derived a simple power-law
equation to describe this.

This power law reflects the fact
that bids become more frequent as
the end of an auction approaches.
The researchers used this equation
to determine the best time to make
a winning bid. They conclude that

sniping is the best approach. “Bid-
ding at the last moment is a rational
and effective strategy to win in an
eBay auction,” the researchers
write in Physical Review .

The research builds on a 2002 pa-
per in the American Economic Re-
view by economists Al Roth of Har-
vard University, US, and Axel Ock-
enfels from the University of
Cologne, Germany. “We noted that

the way bids are distributed over
the duration of an internet auction
obeys what is known as a power
law,” Roth told New Scientist. This
law remains describes the distri-
bution of bids regardless of the
time interval examined, Roth says.

Many eBay pundits claim snip-
ing is the most efficient strategy: it
gives others little time to respond
with a higher bid and also lulls ear-
ly bidders into a false sense of se-
curity about how much interest
there is. The strategy only applies
online, however. Real-life auction-
eers always offer all bidders a final
chance to make an offer.

Even in online auctions, Roth
points out sniping takes may not al-
ways be worth it. “If you’re sitting
at your computer and have time to
be a sniper, then do that,” he says.
“But if you have to be at work, or
the auction ends after your bedtime,
just put in a sensible bid and sleep
the sleep of the just.” AGENCIES

SHORT CUTS

An average human being spend one-
third of his life sleeping. Birth of a
baby  results in 400 hours to 750 hours
of lost sleep for parents in the first year.
Studies have shown that there is gener-
ally less sexual activity if one of the
partners is a heavy snorer. Most of what
we know about sleep we've learned in
the past 25 years. Rats deprived of sleep
die sooner than rats deprived of food. In
humans, the earliest occurrence of a
yawn happens at about 11 weeks after
conception. Pythons require about 18
hours of sleep per day.

DID YOU KNOW?

For suggest ions, queries and comments,
mail to times.trends@timesgroup.com

Medicines made just for you
Vikram Sheel Kumar

I
was at an entrepreneurship con-
ference where executives from
some wireless companies
pushed the point that the cell
phone is rapidly becoming a per-

sonalised device. We—the customers—
apparently spend not significant
amounts on our favourite ring tones,
and gives us the options and we will
pay to have specialised displays and
video games for our handsets. It makes
sense—our kitchens are tailored to
cater to our palates, our walls are
adorned with art of our taste and my
mother and you will have different
opinions of the elegance of my prose.

But choice is a higher order cog-
nitive function, and we differ at a more
basic level. A patient who has recent-
ly developed a blood clot may be treat-
ed with the blood thinner warfarin.
The dose is based on blood tests that
measure the amount of time it takes
the patient’s blood to clot. And the rea-
son we do these tests is warfarin takes
time to start acting, and not all people
metabolise the drug at the same rate.
Researchers at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore published a recent
study showing how Chinese and
Malays need lower doses of warfarin
than Indians to keep their blood equiv-
alently thin. And this difference is all
nature—Indians have different genes
from the Chinese and Malays.

With this diversity, personalising

medications begins to make more
sense. The genome of two individuals
differs by nearly 3,000,000 base pairs.
This is only 0.1% of the total human
DNA, but considering diseases like
breast cancer and sickle cell can arise
due to single differences, there is a lot
of room for variability. To big pharma
this is beginning to mean that the days
of blockbuster one-size-fits-all drugs
are over. To me it opens a new era of
single patient clinical trials.

A study in the Journal of the Amer-
ican Medical Association looked at
nearly 20,000 high-risk women to de-
termine whether one of two medica-
tions was more effective in prevent-
ing invasive breast cancer (it found
they were similarly effective). While
this is critical to further understand-

ing of the general effectiveness of the
drugs, it does not directly tell me if ei-
ther drug will be as effective in my pa-
tient. At the end of the day, that prac-
tical question trumps all others.

The concept of a single patient clin-
ical trial, or an n-of-1 clinical trial is
not my own (though I first thought it
was). In 1986, Dr Guyatt of McMaster
University, Canada, described how a
single patient was serially randomised
to either drug or placebo in several
pairs of treatment to determine if the
drug was in fact significantly more ef-
fective than the placebo.

Why bother? Because it is not al-
ways clear even if a patient becomes
better that it was on account of the
medications. Patients improve due to
many reasons. He may get better due

to the self-explanatory “natural course
of the disease”. There is something
known as “obsequiousness bias” that
explains how a patient may overesti-
mate the benefit of the treatment to
please his physician. And my favourite
is “regression to the mean” which is
a fatalistic observation that we all fit
within a bell curve and ultimately fall
back to the centre. For instance, if a
patient visits a physician at the peak
of his illness, by definition the pa-
tient’s health can only improve. This
also explains the Sports Illustrated
jinx through which athletes who ap-
pear on the cover of the magazine go
on shortly after to perform badly. Just
like the very sick patient, those ath-
letes are only featured when they are
on top of their game and can only
regress to the mean from there.

Be it through coupled diagnostics
and therapeutics done today in tai-
loring the dose of drugs such as war-
farin or the ambitious notion of sin-
gle patient clinical trials, designer
drugs are here. I’ll leave it to wireless
industry, though, to figure out how we
can download our designer drugs to
be delivered with our favourite MP3s.

The author is a clinical patholo-
gist and engineer from Harvard Med-

ical School and MIT. In 2004, he was
named by MIT’s Technology Review
magazine as one of the world’s Top

100 innovators under 35, the youngest
Indian to have got that honour 

Tailormade Designer Drugs Will Soon End The One-Pill-For-All Era

Bookmark this!
www.worldebookfair.com
Project Gutenberg and the World eBook Library
will make 300,000 e-
books available
from July 4 to Au-
gust 4 at this site,
which bills itself as
the •first World
eBook Fair.Ž It will
feature •..eBooks
from nearly every
classic author on
the varieties of sub-
jects previously only
available through the largest library collections in
the world. Now these books are yours for the tak-
ing, free of charge, to keep for the rest of your
lives.Ž There•s more. Aside from the free down-
loads, you can also upload your own eBooks,
though the site doesn•t saw how yet. There•s more
to look forward to in future editions: half a million
eBooks in 2007, three-fourths in 2008, and a full
million in 2009.

What if..
www.itsawonderfulinternet.com
What if the net were to disappear? This charming
flash presentation takes you through that possi-
bility, told in the best •Twas the Night before
Christmas style. (Warning: large file, so will creak
via dial-up.)

All the time in the world
www.timeanddate.com
People who want to look all busy and important
have these clocks in their office that tell the time
in different parts of the world. Well, this site lets
you do that on your computer screen with its
World Clock (www.timeanddate.com/world-
clock), which you can customise to show only the
cities you want, and save. A very useful widget to
have around in this always-on, instant communi-
cations age, with friends and contacts all over the
world. And while that•s the main reason a short-
cut to this site has lived on my toolbar for years,
there other interesting tools available, like a time
zone converter (for queries like •at 9 am. IST,
what time will it be in Boston?Ž), a meeting plan-
ner, calendars from different countries showing
their holidays, and counters and countdowns.
Also, fun stuff that will tell you things like how old
you are in binaries, or in Neptune years. 

Pin ups
www.voodoo4football.com
For the really fanatic followers. You pay„yes, it•s
a pay site, US$5 a
hex„for good re-
sults for your team
(like wishing them
•referee•s assis-
tanceŽ or •steel
legsŽ) or send some
bad karma to their
opponents (•dozen
of red cardsŽ or my
favourite, •slippery
football bootsŽ).
And if you•re reaching for a credit card right now,
mail me. There•s this bridge I•d like to sell to you...

Reader suggestions welcome,
and will be acknowledged. Go to

http://o3.indiatimes.com/mousetrap
for past columns, and to comment, or mail

inthemousetrap@indiatimes.com. The writer
blogs at http://zigzackly.blogspot.com

Online books
& charms to
support your
football team
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SUN AND STONE: Revellers watch the sunrise behind Stonehenge on the day of the summer solstice in Wiltshire,
England, on Wednesday. Thousands of people travelled to Stonehenge to watch the sun rise on the longest
day of the year in the northern hemisphere. Stonehenge, a 5,000-year-old monument, became a World Heritage
Site in 1986 but despite years of research and study, geologists have not been able to explain how the
Stonehenge was formed. Thoug many believe the monument was made carved out by movement of glaciers
across centuries,  the formation of Stonehenge remains a mystery

PIC OF THE WEEK | LONGEST DAY OF THE YEAR SUV owners are
more likely to flout

laws, says study
London: Doctors have joined the chorus
of attacks on drivers of four-by-four sports-
utility vehicles (SUVs)  by claiming
that they are four times more likely than
drivers of other regular cars to defy the
law and use hand-held mobiles phones while
at the wheel. They are also more likely
not to comply with the law on seat belts, the
survey published in the June issue of British
Medical Journal found.

“Our research data show a worryingly
high level of non-compliance with laws on
seat belts and handheld mobile phones by
drivers of SUVs in London, and almost no
effect of the end of the grace period on the
use of a mobile phone while driving,” write
the authors of the research.

“Our observation that almost one in six
drivers was not wearing a seatbelt is a ma-
jor public health concern,” they add.

Overall, almost one in six drivers was
observed not wearing a seat belt and one in
40 was using a handheld mobile phone.

Drivers of four-wheel drive vehicles were
more likely than drivers of cars to break
both laws, supporting the theory of “risk
compensation”, which says that such mo-
torists feel safer and therefore take more
risks when driving.

Though four-wheel drive vehicles are
safer in a crash, owners may be placing
themselves and pedestrians at increased
risk of injury, the authors warned. ANI

4x4 MENACE

Cities like New York, Tokyo and
Mumbai have reacted to gropers by
instituting all-female trains. But as
one woman said, •Doesn•t that make
it an easy target?Ž
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